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United States Forest Custer Gallatin National Forest 10 East Babcock Avenue

Department of Service P.O. Box 130
Agriculture Bozeman, MT 59715

File Code: 1950; 2600; 5140

Date: May 30, 2019

REQUEST FOR COMMENTS

Dear Interested Parties:

The Custer Gallatin National Forest (CGNF) is requestingpublic comment regarding our
proposal to restore a variety of ecotonal vegetation communities acrossthe forest, called the
Ecotonal Habitat Restoration Project. This decision would restoreand maintain certain
habitats, critical ecosystemfunctions, and biodiversity at the local and landscapescales.A lack
of recent wild■re, ongoing plant succession,and somepast land managementpractices have
resulted in undesirablehabitat conditions within important ecotonal vegetation communities in
locations on the CGNF. There arenumerous examplesof ecotonesacrossthe CGNF, however,

we are focusing on six vegetation types of particular importance to speciesandbiodiversity on
the CGNF: aspen;whitebark and limber pine; grassland/forestinterface; riparian areas;woody
draws; andmontaneponderosapine. This proposal would follow the template currently being
usedto conduct aspenrestoration acrossmost of the montaneportion of the CGNF. You are
being contactedbecauseyou may be interestedor affected by the implementation of this
proposal. We arevery interestedin hearing your comments on this proposedaction.

Background

An ecotoneis a transition areabetweentwo ecological communities on the CGNF, these

transitions are often representedby more rare and lessdominant vegetation types or
communities. Thesecommunities typically occupy a small spatial footprint relative to more
dominant surrounding vegetation types, averaging severalhundred acresor lesson the landscape

in any one location. However, they may provide habitat for a much higher proportion of species

than adjacentcommunities. For example, riparian habitats are estimatedto be about 1% of land

areaof the western US (1-3% of areaof the CGNF), yet asmuch as 80% of bird species,and

>80% of all vertebratesare estimatedto spendall or part of their lives in riparian areas.

The condition and distribution of ecotonal habitats acrossthe landscapein■uenceswildlife
distribution, movements, population dynamics, and habitat; watershed function; and ecosystem

resiliency to disturbance, including to climate changeand wild■res. Ecological stressorson
thesehabitats include encroachmentof speciesfrom adjacentcommunities, reduced species

recruitment, grazing/browse pressure,insectsand disease,changesin hydrologic regime, and

sensitivity to climatic changes. In general,disturbance agentslike fire, ■oods,andwindthrow at
low or moderateintensities help maintain ecotonal habitats by creating habitat and plant
successional mosaics.
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Purpose and Need for Action

There are severalprocessesthat have contributed to the deterioration of ecotonal communities on
the CGNF. Theseinclude a lack of recent disturbance(primarily ■re), ongoing plant succession,
and impacts from past land management. Figure 1 lists the ecotonal vegetation types targeted in
this proposal andthe processeswith potential to affect thesecommunities. Restoring the health
andvigor of ecotonal communities will improve wildlife habitat, increaseresiliency to wild■re,
and improve watershedhealth.

Figure 1.Processeswith potentialto reducethehealthandvigor of ecotonalcommunities
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Proposed Action

The proposedaction is to restoreecotonal habitats—aspen,whitebark and limber pine,
meadow/grasslandand forest interface, riparian areas,woody draws, and montaneponderosa
pine—inplaceswhere an assessment(Appendix A) indicates both a departurefrom desired
habitatconditionsandsiteconditionsarefavorableto supportrestorationactions. Restorationof
thesecommunities could occur in suitable habitats acrossthe CGNF (seebelow regarding special

managementareas),with theexceptionthatmontaneponderosapinerestorationwould only
occur on the Yellowstone andBeartooth RangerDistricts.



This restoration proposal representsa programmatic level managementdecision that will allow
the Forest Service to actively manageand maintain more ecotonal habitats closer to desired
habitat conditions (Figure 1). Restoration efforts will be conductedusing an adaptive
managementapproach(Appendix A). This approachidenti■esfactor(s) limiting the desired
habitat condition, implements the simplest, most appropriatemanagementoption(s), conducts

necessarypost-treatmentmonitoring, and 00mpletesany additional managementactions if
needed(6.g. fencing from ungulatesor domestic livestock).

Management options (Figure 2) that would be available to maintain or restoreecotonal
communities acrossthe CGNF could include but arenot limited to:

0 Removal and/or piling and burning of small conifers with hand crews
0 Using mechanical equipment to cut andpile conifers: followed by pile burning

Alternately, mechanical equipment could be utilized to masticate(chip) conifers
Girdling (killing the tree but leaving it standing) larger conifers

- Prescribed■re (precededby cutting down conifers where allowed but leaving them
laying within the standfor fuel to carry a ■re)

0 Patch cutting or thinning; this could include piling andburning or removal of
commercially sized conifers using a service or timber sale contract

0 Cutting hardwoods to stimulate suckering, daylight, and/or provide physical barriers
protecting hardwoods from browsing where needed

0 Root separation(break up lateral roots at somedistancefrom the parent aspentreesusing
mechanical equipment and a single shankripping attachmentrun along the contour on
suitable sites)

I Protection from browsing (including, but not limited to fencing or directional felling)

- Re—activating■oodplains and elevating water tables in waterways using natural materials
and acceptedmethodsto restore or enhanceriparian vegetation, ■oodplain function, and
streambankstability (6.g. simulated beaverdams (beaverdam analogs), large woody
debris introduction, and bioengineering techniques).

Figure 2. Potential ecotonal habitat restoration treatmentsand the corresponding ecotonal
vegetation community where treatmentswould most likely occur.
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commercial contracts could involve a variety of methods includinogpost and pole, saw log, and biomass collection.
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The goal of this programmatic managementdecision is the restoration and/or enhancementof
landscapesand habitat. Commercial harvest could be usedasa managementoption only if it

meetssite-speci■crestoration objectives.

Restorationprojects in ecotonal communities will be monitored to allow for plant recovery. This

managementdecision will work within existing livestock grazing managementdecisions and
allotment managementplans. The goal will be to implement identi■edtreatmentsto achieve
restoration objectives, monitor post-treatment results, and allow line of■cer discretion to take

adaptivemeasuresto manageon-goingpermittedlivestockgrazingactivitiesto bestmaximize
restoration bene■ts.

All potential projects must be within the scopeof the Ecotonal Habitat Restoration CE. Project
levelreviewswouldberequiredprior to implementation.Thesereviewswill documentdecision
points within the adaptivemanagementframework (Appendix A), be maintained in project ■les,
and ensurecompliance with all applicable law, policy, and regulation.

Proiect Design and Mitigation Features

Project design andmitigation requirementswill work within the framework of relevant forest
plans and follow applicable standards,guidelines, and Best ManagementPracticesduring project
designandimplementation.

Siecial Management Areas

No intentional ecotonalhabitat restoration would be completed within designatedwilderness,
recommendedwilderness, or wilderness study areas. Our proposal would be consistentwith the
RoadlessRule, including the cutting, sale,or removal of generally small diameter timber and that
the cutting, sale, or removal must maintain or improve one or more roadless characteristics

(294.13(b)(1)). Within designatedresearchnatural areasrestoration would only occur if the
proposedmanagementmaintains or achievesthe desired condition andpurposefor the speci■c
researchareaand must be coordinated with the Rocky Mountain ResearchStation.



Project Implementation

Project implementation would be ongoing and could span 10 to 15plus years. We expect this
managementdecision will result in 6-10 speci■cprojects implemented annually acrossthe
forest. Projects would typically range in size from severalacresto a few hundred acres. It is
anticipated someprojects could cumulatively exceeda thousandor more acresfor the following
reason(s):

0 Lower intensity habitat managementactivities could be pursuedover a larger areaversus
higher intensity treatmentswithin smaller areas.

a Topography, aspect,or the existenceof natural barriers enablesprescribed ■reto
accomplish multiple treatmentsobjectives over a larger area.

- Funding opportunities make it possible to pursue larger restoration efforts.

The Forest Service estimatesbasedon existing capacity an averageof between500 and 5000

acresmay be treatedannually through the Ecotonal Habitat Restoration Project. This estimateis

not intended to be limiting. In someyearstotal restoration acreagescould exceed5000 acres.
This estimate is highly dependentupon project design and objectives, weather conditions,
personnelcapacity, funding, access,seasonalrestrictions, and other managementconsiderations.

Implementation could utilize a variety of mechanical equipment including masticators,chippers,
wheeled or tracked feller bunchers, skidders, etc. Prescribed ■re implementation could also

result in the utilization of equipment asrequired in the prescribed burn plan.

Ecotonal vegetation community restoration treatmentscould be implemented through Forest
Service crews, ongoing programs suchaspost and pole, teepeepole, ■rewood, or Christmas
bough collection, or service contracts.

Land and Resource Management Plans

The Custer Gallatin National Forest consistsof two individual proclaimed national forests: the
CusterNational Forest and the Gallatin National Forest. In 2014 the two Forestswere combined

to be administratively managedasone national forest. Currently, the CGNF is in the planning

processof developing onenew, uni■ed forest plan that will provide direction for the combined

Forest. The revised Plan direction will apply to all projects that have decisionsmade on or after
the effective dateof the ■nal record of decision. The record of decision will also provide
direction regarding project and activity consistencyandtransition to the revised plan pursuantto
36 CFR 219.15. Until the record of decision is issuedrevising the forest plans, the consolidated

Forest continues to be managedpursuant to the Forest Plansdeveloped for eachForest in the
1980’s. A decision for the Ecotonal Habitat Restoration Project is planned before the revised

Forest Plan is approved. Therefore, this decision hasto be consistentwith the ForestPlansfor
the CusterNational Forest and the Gallatin National Forest (16 U.S.C. 1604(0).

ForestPlansprovide forest-wide goals, objectives, standardsand speci■cmanagementarea
direction for eachForest. The Land and ResourceManagementPlan for the CusterNational

Forest (hereafter, Custer Forest Plan, USDA 1986) and the ForestPlan for the Gallatin National



Forest (hereafterGallatin ForestPlan, USDA 1987) eachprovide direction for the NFS lands of
eachnational forest. Both the Custer Forest Plan and Gallatin Forest Plan havebeenamended
severaltimes. Applicable forest—widegoals, objectives and standards,aswell asmanagement

areadirection will be usedfor the Ecotonal Habitat Restoration Project, from eachForest’s
respectivePlan. An initial review of applicable managementareasdirection from the Custer
Forest Plan would include Management Areas B, C, D, E, G, J, M, N, R, and T (pp. 3—99). An

initial review of applicable managementareasdirection from the Gallatin Forest Plan would
include Management Areas 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15,16, 17,18, 20, and 23 (pp. 11-1

through III-92).

Decision To Be Made

Preliminary analysis indicates the effects of the Ecotonal Habitat Restoration Project on the
Custer Gallatin National Forest falls within a category of actions listed in the Code of Federal
Regulations (CFR) that is excluded from documentation in an Environmental Assessment(EA)

or Environmental Impact Statement(EIS) and no extraordinary circumstancesexist that would
preclude the useof the following categoryas follows:

36CFR220.6(e)(6)
“Timber stand and/0r wildlife improvement activities which do not include the useof
herbicides or do not require more than one mile of low standard road construction”.
Examples include but are not limited to:

a. Girdling trees to createsnags.

Thinning or brush control to improve growth or to reducefire hazard including the
opening of an existing road to a densetimber stand

c. Prescribed burning to control understory hardwoods in standsof southernpine.

d. Prescribed burning to reduce natural fuel build—upand improveplant vigor.

If it is determinedthat the degreeof potential effects of approving this programmatic

managementdecision would result in the existenceof extraordinary circumstances,further
environmental analysis and documentationmay be warranted.

Public Involvement

The Forest Service is interestedin issues,concerns,and/or support you may have regarding the
Ecotonal Habitat RestorationProject. In accordancewith NEPA, potential environmental
impactswill be considered,analyzed,and disclosed before a decision is maderegarding project
implementation. This requestfor comment and input is an attempt to collaboratively involve the
public and other agenciesin identifying concernsand issuesassociatedwith proposedactivities.

The Forest Service will review commentsreceived from project scoping to identify issuesand/or

concernsregarding the proposal. Issuesare cause-effectrelationships and serveto highlight
effects of unintended consequencesthat may occur from the proposedaction and provides
opportunitiesduringtheanalysisto explorealternativewaysto meetthepurposeandneedfor the



proposal while reducing adverseeffects (FSH 1909.15, 12.42). Design featuresandmitigation
measures will be further developed, re■ned, and described in detail in the environmental analysis

and after scoping commentshave beenreviewed.

Written, facsimile, hand—delivered, oral, and electronic comments will be accepted during

the scoping comment period through July 3, 2019. Comments should be within the scopeand
speci■cto the proposedaction, have a direct relationship to the proposedaction and include
supporting reasonsfor the ResponsibleOf■cial to consider. Pleaselist speci■ctreatment types
or geographic areaswhere you have concerns. Issuesidenti■ed from public comment may be
usedto modify or addproject design features,mitigation, or alternatives, and will also be utilized
to determine the appropriate level of environmental analysisand documentation required by
NEPA.

Pleasecontact the Custer Gallatin National Forest Supervisor’s Of■ce if you would like to
continue to receive information about the Ecotonal Habitat Restoration Project. Your name
will be removed from the mailing list for this project if you do not provide comment or
speci■cally requestto remain on the list. You may submit written, hand—delivered
comments. Of■ce businesshours for those submitting hand—deliveredare 8:00 AM to 4:30 PM,
Monday through Friday, excluding holidays. For further information, to provide comment, or to
remain on the project mailing list, pleasecontact:

Custer Gallatin National Forest
Supervisor’s Of■ce

PO Box 130; 10 E. Babcock
Bozeman, MT 59715

In addition, you may submit commentsvia FAX to 406-587-6758. Electronic commentsvia
email must be submitted in one of the following formats: an email message,plain text (.txt), rich
text (.rtf), or Word (.docx) to: comments-northern—gallatin@fs.fed.us.Use the nameof the
project asthe subject line of your email (Ecotonal Habitat Restoration Project). Please
provide your name,postal address,and telephonenumber. Commentsreceived in responseto
this solicitation, including namesand addressesof those who comment, will be consideredpart
of the public record and will be available for public inspection.

For further information about the project pleasecontact Drew Grimes or JoshHemenway, Co—
Project Leaders,at 406-446-4528 (Drew) or 406-587—6739(Josh).

Sincerely,

”($27.3
MARY C. ERICKSON
Forest Supervisor




